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Serving People
on the Move

From the Editor
Volume 32, No. 3
August 2008

Great Needs, Devoted Labourers
… Limited Funds
ummertime and the livin’ is easy.” My office is air-conditioned. On the
way home from work today I plan to drop into a friend’s place to enjoy an
hour in the pool. And this weekend I am off to Georgian Bay where the
Archdiocese owns a nice cottage near a lovely beach.
So, I am contented? Well, yes and no. After the very long and cold winter we
suffered in Toronto this year, I feel I deserve the comfort and relaxation that a
glorious Canadian summer can bring. But I am haunted by the privations our
missionaries endure and so casually accept. They never complain about their living
conditions in their letters which focus on pleading for help for the people whom they
live among, serve and love. It is from visits to our missions that I learn of the
hardships in their daily lives.
I think of Pat O’Toole and Dida Wario living in the Nairobi slum Makuru.
I visited this Spiritan mission a few years ago and I will never forget the few hours
I spent there. The smell of abject poverty, a mixture of smoke from the small fires of
burning thrash and the stench of human excrement from the open sewers are far
worse than the 36° temperature and the total lack of shade. Yet Pat and Dida
soldier on.
And I think of David Conway in the semi-arid Pocot Hills of Kenya. His camel
project is providing milk and even a little income for the local families, plagued as
they are by tribal fighting, drought and disease. But David refuses to accept a transfer
to a less-demanding mission.
To many Canadians the Dominican Republic brings memories of luxury hotels
and pristine beaches. My visit to Juan de Herrera in the interior, near the border with
Haiti, left me with memories of stark poverty. The Spiritan team lives in a very
cramped hot apartment in the church sacristy while serving the people in the town
and the neighboring slums.
And in the steamy jungle of central French Guyana, Edward Okorie ministers to
the scattered communities of Amerindians and Maroons along the banks of the
Maroni River. I think of the heat, the isolation, the lack of electricity and refrigeration
in these outposts.
When I compare our missionaries’ lives to mine I think of the rich man and the
eye of a needle. All I can do is send them funds from my superfluity for the projects
they have initiated to improve the quality of life of the people with whom they
identify so closely.
The number of teams we Spiritans have working in mission territories is
increasing. And the locations chosen for these new ventures are where the people are
most in need. Calls for greater support come from these new ventures on a regular
basis. Thanks to your generosity we can do something for most of them. However
their needs are greater than our ability to respond.
I would ask you to remember our Spiritan missionaries, priests and lay people
alike, by donating money for their work. In doing this you will be part of the
Church’s missionary arm which reaches out to the poorest and most oppressed.
And you will be accumulating, for yourself and all dearest to you, ‘treasure in
Heaven.’

“S

Gerry FitzGerald, CSSp
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As I See It

Mission to Youth—
Begin Where They Are
George Boran CSSp

I

n seeking to identify how we can help
young people hear God’s call in the
midst of so many other voices, it is
important that we begin where young people actually are in terms of their personal
needs and feelings.

Start with their interests
The new priority they give to needs and
feelings is a good thing. Too often in the
past the emphasis on a collective ideal led
to the repression and masking of personal
needs. Human and emotional needs play
an important part in a healthy and mature
personality.
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We can only present the message of
Jesus to young people if we first succeed in
attracting them and winning their confidence. We are not going to win them over
by just talking at them. We need to start
with their needs, aspirations and experience. If we do not start with their interests
we cannot hold their interest.
Some of these interests are: to love and
be loved; to be recognized; to have material
security in order to develop other aspects
of life; to have emotional fulfillment in interpersonal relationships; to be kind and to
be treated kindly; to give meaning to one’s
life; to transcend oneself; to be part of a

human group and to count on it for dealing with life’s challenges and for building a
better world.

Today’s big cities
The fall away from the church among
young people is most evident in big cities
where modern and postmodern cultures
have their greatest penetration. The fact
that many church leaders still work out of
a rural mindset and have difficulty in taking on board the positive values of these
cultures is one of the principal obstacles
to evangelizing young people today.
Many church leaders speak a language and

3

represent a value system that does not
appeal to young people.
The phenomenon of ‘mega cities’ is new
in human history. At the beginning of the
nineteenth century the largest city in the
West was London, with less than a million
inhabitants. In Brazil in the 1950s 25% of
the population lived in cities and 75% in
the rural areas. Today 75% live in cities.
Some of today’s largest cities are in the
Third World. Sao Paolo, for example, has
fifteen million inhabitants and Mexico City
has twenty million.

A positive force
Cities are a positive force in human history. They have made possible enormous
technological and economic progress. City
dwellers have access to a large quantity of
services, impossible in rural areas: hospitals, schools, universities, leisure facilities,
supermarkets, theatres, cinemas, sports
clubs and so on. Modern and postmodern
cultures find their most fertile soil here.
The social control of the rural environment
no longer exists.
The city is the place of pluralism, of ideas
and progressive movements. In them the
young person has many options of both

If we do not
start with
their interests
we cannot
hold their
interest.
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leisure and serious social commitment: outings, dances, discos, games, visits, pubs, local
gangs, music, parties, schools, extracurricular courses, physical fitness programmes,
music classes, social organizations, student
movements and local groups.
In cities a ministry to youth has to be
attractive if it is to succeed. A superficial
youth ministry will fail. And if we fail in big
cities, we run the risk of remaining with a
pre-modern world that is fast disappearing.
The challenge is to engage in mission to
postmodern youth brought up on a system
that emphasizes the constant use of images,
variety, ever-changing stimulation and
whose attention span can be tiny. The
image that comes to mind is that of a young
person ‘zapping’ in front of the TV. Many
church leaders, however, have been trained
for talking at people and have difficulty in
knowing what to do when they don’t have a
captive audience.

A successful pastoral experience
We have found that one way of attracting and involving young people in an ongoing conversion process is by promoting
concrete programmes that are successful
and give immediate results. Initial success
creates the motivation to take other steps.
Beginners have a low tolerance for failure.
Christian leaders, however, have a capacity for learning from failure and of becoming stronger when faced with obstacles.
They have integrated in their lives a biblical
spirituality: the seed that must die to give
much fruit, the redemptive value of the
cross and of the power that lies in weakness,
the resurrection that comes through an
experience of suffering.
An example of one such programme is
our Training Course for Leaders (Dublin:
Columba Press, 2002), which has been
given in Latin America over many years. A
variety of exercises guarantees active participation throughout the course, a great spirit is created, people discover their gifts,
acquire confidence and learn to relate religion to real life situations. A second level of
formation occurs when some of the participants are selected and trained to give the
course to others.
An important educational principle is at
work here: participants learn important
skills and knowledge by being placed in situations where they have to teach others.
People learn by doing. The young people
then transfer these skills automatically to
other situations.

Over twenty courses are given yearly at
local level and a national course is given
annually for ninety participants to train
people who wish to reproduce the programme in different parts of the country.

Two issues to be addressed
One of the first difficulties we encountered was a lack of basic leadership skills.
The pre-course phase was marked by a lack
of organization, of continuity, of follow
through, of communication, of marketing
and of experience on how to contact and
motivate young people to participate. The
best programme in the world will fail if
the pre-course phase is faulty and nobody
turns up.
Another factor also became apparent.
Leadership skills without a strong, enthusiastic belief in the message to be transmitted
do not work. One person remarked, “You
need to believe, to be enthusiastic, to be
passionate about the message you have to
transmit.”
The word ‘gospel’ means good news.
Good news cannot be communicated in a
dispirited way. A salesperson will not sell
something he has no faith in. Our message
was never more relevant, but in the present
climate of a retreating and sometimes
crumbling church, enthusiastic belief is not
easily come by.
We need to shift from a purely cultic
and sacramental church to one that moves
out of the sacristy to evangelize young
people in their modern and postmodern
cultural setting.

No magic solution
Is there a magic solution for evangelizing young people in a modern and postmodern cultural and urban context? The
answer is no. However, many doors are
open to us — none of which excludes hard
work and continuity. The temptation to
give up at the many turns in the road will
always be present. At each stage one will be
faced with the possibility of failure.
Work with young people is not for the
weak-hearted. One must be prepared to
take risks, but risks that involve careful
preparation and planning. This work is the
most difficult, the most challenging but the
most rewarding mission ‘territory’ that exists today. Here will be fought the battle
that to some extent will determine the
survival of the institutional church itself. I
This article concludes a three-part series.
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Toronto Youth Speak to Their Archbishop
Archbishop Collins,
It is our pleasure to welcome your Grace to the Pope John Paul II Catholic High School community as we
celebrate our 25th anniversary.
… We, at the school of Pope John Paul II strive to live up to our namesake, caring for those in our community,
and those outside our immediate reach. We have responded to the needs of an alumnus who needed help to save
his son’s life. We take an active role with Free The Children and Volunteer Now: in the past we have helped build
a school in Africa, and this year we will be building a well for a village in Kenya. Students in our community help
feed the homeless, some go to Mexico to immerse themselves in the local lives and our school is blessed to have
students of different religions, working and living together, respecting each other.

Some major issues
… We have many concerns about the Church and Catholicism
that we would like to share with you, to get your insight.
For example, two major issues greatly concerning youth,
where the Church has made its viewpoints clear, are same-sex
marriages and contraception. We are eager to hear your opinions
on such matters, your Grace, as an official representative of the
Catholic Church.
Our second concern lies in fundamentalism. How can we the youth discern the literal interpretation of certain
passages in the Bible? For example, the teaching of most Churches on homosexuality is heavily dependent on a
literal reading of text.
To continue, there are concerns among some of us about other religions and the church’s relationships with
them, in particular Islam and Judaism. There lies a desire to encourage open dialogue and relations among the
other faiths, to achieve a better understanding of faith in this modern world.

It is difficult for
our faith and our church
to walk hand in hand

Contemporary technologies and research
The modern world is propelled by innovative technologies driven by science. In a world of artificial birth
control and contraception some youth feel that the Church does not always coincide with our views on the
beneficial applications these breakthroughs provide. This, too, is the case in areas such as stem cell research and its
applications; as well as genetic modification in which embryos can be treated for illness before birth. In these times,
science can complement and ensure human life, and there is a slight perception of disagreement from the Church.

How keep faith relevant?
Perhaps the biggest worry of all among youth concerning religion is faith itself. We live in a secular world,
where faith is waning. The media constantly bombard us with views and images of a better life guaranteed by
material possessions. It also skews our views on beauty and morals, making it increasingly difficult to adhere
wholeheartedly to the teachings of Catholicism. How is the church bringing the focus of the secular world
back to faith, and how is it keeping faith relevant — especially in the youth, the people of tomorrow?
All these add to an already present feeling of disconnect between youth and the Church as an
institution. For many of us, it is difficult for our faith and our church to walk hand in hand.
It is clear there is a growing gap between youth and the Church, as evident in decreasing church
attendance, yet there is still hope and desire to bridge this gap.
Youth want to improve communication between our current generation and the traditions
of the church. Your visit to our school facilitates this desire and for that we thank you.
We look forward to hearing your insight.

Spiritan / August 2008
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Serving People
John Kingston CSSp
Spiritan General Council, Rome
tan ended up working in South
Africa, and his brothers and sisters
from the Democratic Republic of the
Congo where he worked previously, find
him there at their service. Pat worked for
years in Brazil and now finds himself at the
service of his Brazilian brothers and sisters
in Ireland. A Vietnamese confrere comes to
the aid of fellow Vietnamese in the United
States of America. We can marvel at the
mysterious ways divine providence works
as God looks after his people.
The story of Joseph in Egypt is interesting in that although the Israelites appeared
in Egypt because of hard times and stayed
there a long time, it never became home.
Today when we see the people of northwest Africa undertaking dangerous journeys to reach Europe, or Mexicans trying
to get by the wall into the United States, we
have to wonder: what if their country could
acquire better conditions and be home for
them again. The present anxiety about climate change and its impact on the habitats
of the poorest people of the planet who
have made the smallest contribution to
global warming and have often no choice
except to move out and go elsewhere,
demonstrates that the challenge of making
home a better home to go back to is great
indeed. It is one thing to be an economic

S
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on the Move

exile and another to be a political asylum
seeker.
During my time in Mozambique I asked
myself every day, “What is the main task in
this country, for the country, the church,
for the Spiritans and for me?” The usual answer seemed to be the fight against poverty.
It sounds vague and general but as a strategic target it is very good. When you know

spiritual needs of these people. And in all
our work with and for such people it would
be strange if we Spiritans neglected our
own spiritual dimension. Of course we
have to be open to people of all faiths or no
faith and offer equal respect and love to all.
As part of our deep respect for people,
who have not always enjoyed respect for
their human dignity, we need to keep in

It is important for the people we minister to
that we know what we are doing
and have some clear ideas about how to do it.
what your war is against you can more easily evaluate each battle and every effort as
part of the solution or part of the problem.
It is important for the people we minister to
that we know what we are doing and have
some clear ideas about how to do it.
Refugees and asylum seekers are people
with a wide variety of needs, all important,
but some more immediately urgent, such
as food, security and shelter. Once people’s
most basic material needs are met other
areas need to be addressed such as the psychological and social wellbeing of individuals and groups. It would be strange indeed
if we Spiritans ignored or neglected the

mind that most often as Spiritans we are
dealing with profoundly religious people
from Africa and Latin America. We would
be lacking in respect for them if we were to
neglect their faith dimension.
We need to pay attention to our own
needs arising from the ministry we are involved in. As we work with people who are
afflicted we may ourselves become afflicted. While this sometimes requires therapy
similar to that required by the people we
assist, we also need to have a strong spirituality of this ministry as a bedrock for our
own motivation. Our spirituality is an
essential dimension of our ministry. I

“Refugees Find

Support and Friendship”
A conversation with Mary Burns, Refugee Outreach Committee,
St. Joseph’s Parish, Highland Creek, Ontario

CANADA
t’s the last Saturday of the month in
St. Joseph’s Parish.
.
Downstairs all is alive — the corridor
fills up as people make their requests for
food or clothing, the main room echoes to
the sound of children as they sit and play
and interact. A puzzle, a circle game,
crayons and paper overcome language
isolation.
Moving quietly among them is Mary
Burns, coordinator of the St. Joseph’s
refugee programme. They know her well
and she knows them. She makes sure they
are being attended to, calls them by name
and inquires how things have gone this
past month.
She gets to know what’s going on in
their lives,
The refugee committee in St.
Joseph’s has grown from six to eleven
members this year. That enables
Mary to spend more time with her
people, Some of the families have
moved from the shelter on
Kingston Road to their first apartment, but they return each month.
Here they belong. Here they feel welcome.
“I hear from them often, not just when
they have a problem, but on a ‘Hi, how are
you?’ basis,” says Mary. “They phone when
they haven't got the right guidance, the
right support, or the right information.”

Photo by Lucien Heitz, Pentecôte sur le monde

I

put it beside Michael’s — an arrangement
that lasted for two and a half years. He had
no English. He put ketchup all over everything. He was fifteen, had never used a
knife or fork and had come from a refugee
camp. He had no one in Toronto. After

some time his sister came and finally his
mother and five other children. He never
could adjust to Toronto winters. So he
went to Tennessee about ten years ago
where he met a girl from the same village in
Somalia. We still hear from him.”

How it started
Mary looks back to when it all began.
“My love for refugees started when Sr. Ann
Lemire, my first principal when I was a
teacher, phoned me about twelve years ago:
‘Mary, a young boy has come into the office from Somalia. He’s all by himself …’
That night my son Michael moved his bed
over, the newcomer brought his bed and
Spiritan / August 2008
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The last Saturday of the month
In St. Joseph’s basement the refugees
have gathered for support and friendship.
They have become friends. They meet other
people from their part of the world speaking the same language. They help each
other. Mary explains, “They come for food,
because they’re hungry. Last month a lady
was jamming sandwiches to take home. I
don’t think they eat breakfast. You can tell
they’re hungry by the way they eat. We provide them with food depending on the size
of the family — at least enough for maybe a

refugee shelters with pamphlets showing
where they are and what services they provide. The numbers have risen dramatically
from eight at the beginning to forty-eight
families this spring.
At the beginning it was difficult to get
them to come to the church. So the committee members would fill a car with food
and clothing and go to the shelter — “a
heck of a lot of work” Mary remembers.
They begged Fr. Peter Fleming, pastor of
St. Joseph’s, for a room in the basement.
“We had no idea whether it was going to

Many have remarked how different we are —
we don’t judge, we give what they need.
It’s here — we’ve got it — take it.”
week. After they’ve paid their rent they have
very little left over. Towards the end of the
month some of them have nothing.”
St. Joseph’s is not the only refugee
agency in Scarborough, but it is different.
“At St. Joseph’s we ask no questions,” said
Mary. ”Elsewhere they have to show their
ID, how much money they make, how
much they pay in rent. Many have remarked how different we are — we don’t
judge, we give what they need. It’s here —
we’ve got it — take it.”
Parishioners, families and friends donate
the food and clothing distributed on the last
Saturday of the month. The word is out
that those who come at the beginning of the
morning get the best choice. The mothers
want their children to have the best they
can have. “I’d be the same way,” said Mary,
“My mother used to say, ‘the first one out
the door is the best dressed.’ I look at these
mothers — they know what they need and
what they want. Good for them.”

fly or not,” says Mary. But before long they
needed a cloakroom to store the food
and clothing. And this summer, Fr. David
Okenyi, the current Spiritan pastor, gave
them another room and storage space for
extra food and clothing. Which brings up a
project dear to Mary’s heart.

“If only we had a Centre!”
“When you work for these people you
want something better for them,” sighs
Mary. “If we had a Centre it would be so
much easier to open it each day. There are
enough people in St. Joseph’s who would
take turns being there. I’ve often said that a
centre would give refugees the information
they need, the support they need, a place to
just come and talk, a place that could provide so many who have nothing with what
they need when they leave their shelter:
beds, dishes — just the basics. If only we
had a central place where they could come
and pick up a few things just to get them
started on their own.

“We could advise them about getting an
apartment. I can understand that when
they have just come to a new country
they’re happy to get out of the shelter and
into any apartment. At present they go to
the cheapest one available only to find out
that there are many, many problems there.
Because they have signed up for a year they
get stuck with so much they don’t like.”

The shelter
Mary pulls no punches when she
describes conditions at the refugee shelter
— a converted motel. “Deplorable,” she
says. “They are accustomed to hardship, but
when they go into the apartments there are
dangers for their children. They have about
five bolts on their door — a door they are
afraid to open. The refugees don’t tell you
the whole story until they leave. It’s OK by
day, but at night it’s horrible: fights, drug
dealers, prostitutes. Yet as far as the owner is
concerned it’s perfect place to come to.
“It’s dirty. We went there one day and
they were spraying rodents and bed bugs.
The fumes were terrible — all the children
breathing in those unhealthy fumes! We
actually choked. The owner would never
tell you that. The city pays him for the
rooms and only checks once or twice a
year. You can hardly breathe there in the
summer. As far as furniture is concerned
— the refugees have mattresses, but no
chairs, no TV. They have to walk to the
courtyard to prepare their food — two
stoves between twenty-four families.”
Her verdict? “You know what? We can do
better than that.”
Mary describes what helping refugees
has meant to her. “When you go to them
and meet them you build a trust between
you and them. For me it’s been a wonderful experience. They are just so beautiful
and so warm, willing to accept support and
help. They are very open. Wonderful
people. Wonderful people.” I

The rest of the month
In between the last Saturdays Mary gets
phone calls: “Could you get me a job?” She
looks through the Scarborough Mirror regularly to see what is on offer. Sometimes
they ask her if they can put her name down
as a reference. That helps. They have few
friends, nobody to speak English for them
so they need an English speaker to say,
“These are wonderful people; if you hire
them you will be pleased.”
During the week prior to the last Saturday members of the committee go to the
8

Kofi Annan (former Secretary-General of the UN)
Immigrants and refugees should not — and must not — be seen as a
burden. Those who risk their lives and those of their families are often
those with the greatest ambition to make a better life for themselves,
and they are willing to work for it. They do not leave their familiar
surroundings, their cultures, or their families for a life of dependence,
crime or discrimination thousands of kilometers away. They merely want
a safer, more prosperous future for their children. If they are given a
chance to make the most of their abilities, on an equal basis, the vast
majority of them will be assets to society.
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Spiritan Ministry

with the Displaced
Durban Declaration — 2007

O

Photo by Derek Speirs

ur Spiritan ministry with the displaced (Asylum Seekers, Refugees, Migrants and Internally Displaced People) is
essentially a ministry of presence in which we rely on the guidance and consolation of the Holy Spirit. It flows first
from a communal life rooted in prayer, mutual support and sharing. International communities offer living witness to a
commitment to overcome that which divides us and to live together in fidelity to the gospel.
Our firm belief in the God-given dignity of each person leads us to welcome and accompany the displaced. It is based
on a holistic understanding of the person that addresses pastoral, material and social needs. The pastoral dimension is
centered on the sacramental and spiritual life of those to whom we minister. The material and social dimensions encompass
a broad spectrum of activities, which are carried out in collaboration with the displaced themselves, and in cooperation
with the local church and like-minded people and agencies. The goal of our ministry is to empower the person and to
heighten awareness of the dignity of the displaced as children of God, in their own eyes and in the eyes of others.
We walk in solidarity with the displaced, challenging the unjust acts and structures with which they are confronted. At
the same time we call them to undertake the difficult work of forgiveness and reconciliation among themselves and with
their brothers and sisters in their community of origin. We also encourage them to live in harmony with the people in their
host community while we challenge their hosts to welcome the stranger in their midst. In this way together we witness to
the kingdom of God growing among us as we work to build a society of true and lasting peace. In this work the Christian
community has an essential role to play.
As Spiritans we undertake ministry with the displaced as an expression of our commitment to the poor and the
oppressed, and of our willingness to accept difficult works. We find encouragement and spiritual nourishment by
seamlessly combining prayer and apostolic works in a practical union with God, and in the solidarity of the Spiritan family.
It is our hope that through a ministry of binding the wounds our presence with the displaced helps them to experience
the compassion of Christ himself. We draw inspiration for our ministry from the account of the two apostles on the road to
Emmaus, both overcome with despair because of the death of Jesus. We therefore seek to transform the lives of those to
whom we minister by helping them to re-interpret their experiences in the light of their own faith, just as Jesus did for the
two disciples. In this way together we experience new life through the restoration of hope. I

Spiritan / August 2008

9

En Route to

the Eldorado
of Europe
Pierre Veau CSSp

ALGERIA
igrants are persistent. They are
willing to take enormous risks.
Last December we took a young
man from Mali to hospital because he was
totally exhausted. He and three other young
men had been wounded by gunshots from
Moroccan soldiers as they were attempting
to get over the fence into the Spanish enclave of Melilla. Only a few months previously he had been in a shipwreck near the
Canary Islands. At the same time I learned

M
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of nine young men from Ghazaouet where
I live, who were found dead in the sea
attempting to reach the Spanish coast.
The list could go on. Difficulties and
dangers are not going to stop this movement of migrants from one continent to
another in search of a better life. Neither
will the threats and sophisticated policing
methods put in place by western countries
stop it. Even several million young Algerians share this desire to emigrate.

All eyes on Europe
I live in Ghazaouet, Algeria, a port close
to the border with Morocco. Three of us
Spiritans form a regional community
spread out over 250 kms. In contrast to the
few foreign Christians legally in the country, there are several thousand illegal immigrants, the majority of them Christians.
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For them Algeria is a step on the way to
Europe, the “Eldorado” so often depicted
in the media. From here migrants hope to
get over the six metre high fence and reach
the Spanish enclaves of Melilla and Ceuta,
or even Gibraltar. They are seeking the easiest way to get to Europe, but they have to
face the variable policies and regulations in
the countries they cross, as well as pressure
from Europe.
Various police forces have burned down
temporary shacks in their pursuit of these
illegals. When they arrest them, they deport
them to Morocco or to the border of Niger
and Mali. So their numbers diminish for a
period of time — only to rise again.

Approach with respect
We see ourselves getting involved with
people in distress. We befriend them,

John Kilcrann
Justice, Peace and the Integrity
of Creation (JPIC) is right at the
centre of our Spiritan mission.
The new calls, challenges and
possibilities that come to us
draw our attention to peace
building, conflict resolution,
reconciliation, dialogue,
lobbying and advocacy in favour
of the poor and marginalized,
work for liberation of the
oppressed and for the integrity
of creation.
Spiritan / August 2008

listening to each national, linguistic or religious group. Many come from the Sahel
region, others from Mali and Senegal or,
further south, from tropical and equatorial
Africa. They usually speak French, English
or Portuguese. They are mainly Christian
with some Muslims. There are very few
women among them.
A sister who speaks English well comes
with me and, even though we do not wear

from European countries trying to control
the situation.
We have built up good relationships with
hospital staff, especially in the emergency
department. When we bring in a sick migrant we always get a good reception even
when they are busy. Other Algerians have
organized a collection of warm clothes for
them. This is remarkable because the dominant attitude toward black people is one of

We are foreign Christians
and our presence sometimes
gives rise to suspicions
anything distinctive or initiate any talk
about religion, some of the young people
frequently say, “You are a sister” or “You
are a priest.” They have already received
some help from religious personnel along
the way. We approach the immigrant communities with respect, listening to what
they want to share about their personal,
family and community lives.
We are foreign Christians and our presence sometimes gives rise to suspicions.
The problems we meet do not come from
the immigrants but from the Algerian
authorities, themselves embarrassed by this
situation. On the two occasions we were
arrested and taken to the police station, we
even received some discreet encouragement. The police are pressured by their
superiors who in turn are under pressure

rejection. They are blamed for many ills —
stealing, drugs, prostitution, Aids. Some of
this may be true, but it is unjust to generalize and ignore the great suffering of the majority caught up in their efforts to migrate.

A shared struggle
We frequently hear people say, “We
have enough problems in the west — growing instability, unemployment, insecurity,
suburbs in flames … You want us to deprive
ourselves even more by helping others!”
The ultimate aim of this shared struggle
is that each person and each community
flourishes in their own culture with dignity
and a good standard of living. We can make
an important contribution by raising people’s awareness of this challenge in a world
so greatly tempted by discouragement. I
11
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and Bef
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Ann-Marie and Peter Fell,
Spiritan Associates, Manchester
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ENGLAND

ho are these people? What are
they doing here? Most of
them are bogus asylum seekers. Why should we welcome them to our
area? They’ll only cause problems. We have
our own people to care for. We’ve always
been a white neighbourhood. Soon they’ll
be living in better conditions than us. And
the government is giving them more than
they give us.”
Spiritan Associates (Lay Spiritans), AnnMarie and Peter Fell, have heard it all many
times. Initially part of a small group visiting
those detained under immigration rules at
Manchester Airport, they discovered that
there were very few facilities and very little
support in the Manchester area for asylum
seekers: no interpreting and translation services, few specialist asylum lawyers, a lack of
understanding about these newcomers and
what they were doing in England.
Ann-Marie began to encourage local
churches and other faith groups to reach
out and befriend these newcomers. But
even when some services were slowly put in
place, the asylum seekers were unable to
access them because of personal trauma
and language difficulties. They were isolated and had little information about how
the asylum process worked. And when
priests and parishioners met them at Mass
they did not know how to help or advise
them. How do you help them address past
experiences and rebuild shattered lives?

“W

food parcels and bedding and work with
the Red Cross to provide a weekly bus fare
so they can collect some food.
“All services at REVIVE are freely available to asylum seekers and refugees regardless of race, religion or gender. We meet
them at the point of need. We listen, respond and accompany them in the most
honest and compassionate way we can. We
pool our experience of meeting many hundreds of people. I suppose that a ListenReflect-Act-Reflect-Listen cyclical process
would best sum up our way of welcoming
those who use our service.”

Faith constantly challenged
She is caught between wanting to do a
great deal and being able to do little. “We
have learned to concentrate on the areas we
do well and encourage others to do what
we can’t. We work hard to remain optimistic and resilient where there is so much

“…concentrate on
the areas we do well
and encourage others
to do what we can’t”

uncertainty and pain. It is not easy to access funding because what we do is unpopular even within the church. Our faith is
constantly challenged particularly when we
feel we can do so little. But we find some
consolation as we realize that just being
there is all we are called to do. We trust
that God will sort out the rest.”
When asked where this fits into their
vocation as Spiritan Associates, Ann-Marie
replies, “We see ourselves being alongside
groups who are marginalized and with
whom few others wish to work. Our mission is to bring love in the Spirit of Christ
and his gospel to all with whom we make
contact. We hope this love shines through
the quality of our actions and the warmth of
our welcome.”
She admits to a certain sense of frustration. Asylum seekers can no longer access
free English language tuition. Families live
in a limbo of uncertainty. Levels of mental
illness are high. Many young women are
having babies in order to prolong their stay
and are bringing these up alone.
“We envisage no short term improvement in the attitudes of the general population to asylum seekers, particularly as
very few of them have ever met one. But
REVIVE will continue to offer its services
and by its presence bring some hope.” I

REVIVE
Ann-Marie and Peter asked the English
Spiritans to begin REVIVE, a project to
offer support services in a more professional and structured way to asylum seekers
and refugees, those they considered the
most marginalized and disregarded people
in Europe.
“Today REVIVE finds itself working
more and more with destitute single persons who have exhausted all legal possibilities,” says Ann-Marie. “They are too afraid
to return to their countries. But they have
been expelled from their UK lodgings and
have had all support removed. We provide
Spiritan / August 2008
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Migrant Workers

in Ireland

Pat McNamara CSSp

IRELAND
n the late 1990s a meat packing plant
closed down in Anapolis, Brazil. Nearly a
thousand people were left without work
or income in a neighbourhood of twenty
thousand — a huge blow to the area.
An Irishman married to a Brazilian
woman was in Ireland on holidays and he
met some friends in the meat packing business at a party. They said they could use
some good experienced butchers if he
could send them to Ireland. This he did.
They were an immediate success. They
began to send money back home and naturally their families were thrilled with this
new source of income from far away. The
word began to spread. Others came and
were employed by the same meat packing
chain.
Then some of the Brazilians in Ireland
went to work for other meat groups. In a
short time there were hundreds of Brazilians working — all legally documented and
getting on very well. Some of their neighbours back in Brazil were keen to come to
Ireland to see how the system worked. They
came as tourists to see their relatives and/or
neighbours. They too found work, sometimes in a meat plant, sometimes as
builders, cleaners, farmers or horse trainers.
In addition to the Brazilian migrant
workers there are many here as “students
of English”. In fact they are here to work —
they learn English in the workplace. Many
others also work here — officially they are
“tourists”.

I

They discovered I was a priest
When I first went to visit them I was just
another Irish person, but when they discovered I was a priest who had spent nearly
twenty years in Brazil they asked me about
14

saying Mass in Portuguese. I have been
doing that for many years now, each Sunday in a different town or neighbourhood.
The next development occurred when
some of the workers were discriminated
against and treated very badly. In Christmas
week 1999 four workers contacted me to
say they had just been fired from their job,
evicted from their house and were facing
deportation — all by the decision of their

Wherever there is
someone vulnerable
someone will exploit
this vulnerability
boss. I lost no time getting a contact who
works in a TV station to come with me and
film the eviction and deportation. The
workers were trembling and upset, but
above all surprised that I could get a TV
presenter to come and interview them. I
translated their very striking interviews.
Naturally, with the media present, no eviction actually took place. I then took their
case to the Equality Authority and six years
later in November 2006 we finally got a verdict in favour of the workers and sentencing
the firm to pay them compensation.

An avalanche of cases
This incident was the start of an
avalanche of cases involving discrimination
against Brazilian migrants in different parts
of the country. Daily I found myself in
police stations, prison, court and immigration offices dealing with Brazilians in trouble with the justice system. As a result of

this work I took a course to become a volunteer in the Citizens Information Centres.
These are government funded to help
people deal with bureaucracy and to act as
a support system for those who need orientation and guidance.
I have taken on a number of cases of
discrimination, which have rewritten the
jurisprudence in regards to workers’ rights.
Legally registered or not, workers now
enjoy the protection of the law, including
the right to overtime and holiday pay,
compensation in case of personal injury,
the right to have protective clothes or
equipment, and to get the same time off for
lunch breaks as any Irish worker.

Getting organized
In the beginning some of the local shop
stewards were not at all keen to defend the
rights of foreign workers who were doing
the work Irish workers used to do and
doing it for a fraction of the Irish rates.
Now I am in regular contact with trade
union officials at the national level and
with a little nudge of the elbows on my part

Claude Drui (France)
I realized that coming to the aid
of those people required more
than just goodwill. I needed a
minimum knowledge of the laws
in force if I was to render more
worthwhile assistance. A badly
prepared document could lead
to a person being sent back to
their country of origin, even
though s/he fulfilled the
necessary conditions and all
possible means of recourse
had not been exhausted.

August 2008 / Spiritan

they are happy to welcome new members
and take up their causes. I am an organizer
with the largest trade union in the country
and I have found this is the best route to
enable the Brazilians to get industry-wide
levels of pay, conditions, and benefits.
I have not hesitated to use the media to
interview Brazilian workers. When I run up
against a difficulty with officials and small
firms I say they can talk to me, or if they
prefer I can get them on the night’s TV news
or the next day's papers. All of a sudden
things seem to move along where before
there was no sign of any flexibility. Nobody
wants to be the talk of the town, accused of
treating migrants as if they had no rights.

ference here in that they are improving
production, and the pay they send home
has improved the lives of their families
enormously. I then point out to them that
this abundance is only a pale shadow of
how abundantly God wants to shower his
love upon us.

Future developments
There will be a presence of Brazilian migrant workers in Ireland for the foreseeable

future. They are only a small part of possibly 400,000 migrants currently in the country (nearly 10% of the total population).
Some Brazilians are here long enough to
have earned the right to stay permanently,
whether by virtue of having a child born
here or having spent enough time working
here. The majority of them are hardworking. They see a golden opportunity and do
not want to lose it by being careless. I

Qualifications not recognized
Many foreigners with third level training and experience are not able to use these
qualifications in Ireland. They end up
working at a level far below what they are
capable of doing. A dentist I know is washing dishes, a doctor is only able to work as
a hospital porter, and a management consultant was offered a job as a cleaner.
Lack of English is crucial at times. One
man who was injured in a factory was
taken to hospital the week before Christmas. When I went looking for his file they
had no one listed with his name. All they
had was “Rudolph Reindeer” — so his boss
could not be sued for the accident at work.
When we get to the bottom of this it will
be worse for that factory owner.
I certainly never expected to meet so
much injustice and blatant exploitation in
Ireland. I thought decency and generosity
and honesty were part of the Irish character, but sadly I have been disillusioned and
made to face up to the reality that wherever
there is someone vulnerable someone will
exploit this vulnerability.

Photo by Lucien Heitz, Pentecôte sur le monde

Liberation spirituality
The church I met when I arrived in
Brazil in the 1970s was very strong on liberation theology: the bible in one hand and
the daily paper in the other — helping
people to reflect on their situation and
searching out what would Jesus do in this
context.
At a recent Mass I asked the workers
when they last got a pay rise. They answered that they didn’t think there was
such a thing in Ireland.
When I celebrate Mass or do baptisms
or weddings I usually connect with their
lives back in Brazil: they are making a difSpiritan / August 2008

15

After

Genocide

Gervase Taratara CSSp and Paul Flamm CSSp

TA N Z A N I A
ook at a map of East Africa and your eye will
focus on Tanzania. Resting on top of it are
Kenya and Uganda. Tucked into it to the
northwest are two small countries — Rwanda
and Burundi — which together measure roughly
400x200 kms. Small in size, perhaps — but larger
than life to Lieutenant-General Romeo Dallaire.
The Canadian Army general received the call to
serve as commander of the UN Assistance Mission for
Rwanda in 1992. He believed he was heading off to
Africa to help two warring parties achieve a peace
both sides wanted. Instead he got caught up in civil
war and genocide. Two years later — broken, disillusioned and suicidal — he flew home to Canada,
believing he had become the convenient scapegoat
for the failure of that UN mission. In 1998 after he
returned from Tanzania, having testified at the
International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda, his
mind and his body “both decided to give up.” He was
given a medical discharge from the army.
The fact that 800,000 Rwandans died and
millions of others were injured, displaced or made
refugees in the genocide haunted him. “My story is a
story of betrayal, failure, naïveté, indifference, hatred,
genocide, war, inhumanity and evil.” No wonder he
named his book Shake Hands with the Devil.
“Asked if I could still believe in God I answered that I
know there is a God because in Rwanda I shook
hands with the devil. I have seen him. I have smelled
him and I have touched him. I know the devil exists,
and therefore I know there is a God.”

16

August 2008 / Spiritan

Photo by jarne Ussing, DanChurchAid/ACT International

L

Rwanda
Burundi
Democratic
Republic
of Congo

The uprooted victims of this war made
their way south into camps in Tanzania.
There two Spiritans — Gervase Taratara
from Burundi and Paul Flamm from the
USA — continue to minister to them.

Gervase Taratara
Gervase, himself a refugee from his native Burundi, is now the first Spiritan from
that country. He attributes much of what
happened in Burundi to the hierarchy of
relationships placing the Tutsi (the minority) above the Hutus (the majority). The
majority naturally wanted to liberate themselves from that domination. Unhealed
anger and resentment burst out into open
and murderous conflict.
The Tutsi-dominated army turned
against the Hutus. In October-November
1993 an estimated 50,000-100,000 people
were killed. About 800,000 Hutus fled the
country, while 350,000 Tutsis became
internally displaced.
For the past ten years as a member of
Spiritan Relief Services, Gervase has been
ministering to the refugees who have
flocked into Tanzania from Burundi,
Rwanda and Congo.
He describes the situation in the camps.
“Three things became major dividing factors: 1) many people from different backgrounds suddenly came to live together in
the congested and confined camps;
2) northerners needed to be in leadership
that had been held by southerners;
3) tension continued between those who
wanted to use force and those who upheld
Spiritan / August 2008

diplomacy as the way of resolving the longstanding conflict that had been sparked in
1993.”
Spiritan Relief Services developed peace
education seminars in the camps, primarily
for Christians, and invited individuals from
different sides to attend. These seminars
created an atmosphere of trust between individuals and groups. The Spiritans also
met with Burundians who lived outside the
camps, but had influence on the people in
the camps. All were invited to work for
unity and not for division.

In today’s
complex conflicts
few parties
are innocent.
Gervase was active among the participants in the Arusha Peace Negotiation in
1998. “I asked them that while negotiating
they should constantly think of those people who had died and continued to die,
those who spent days and nights hiding in
the valleys, and those thousands who were
forced to live in exile as refugees. Later, we
in Spiritan Relief Services wrote an open
letter to all the negotiators which was very
well received.”
In addition to this socio-political work
Spiritan Refugee Services has also been

• Kigoma

Tanzania

involved in regular sacramental ministry,
in building mutual relationships between
receiving refugee communities, and in advocating for the gradual repatriation of
refugees. “We visit the refugees in all the
camps in Tanzania, and those internally
displaced in Burundi,” says Gervaase. “We
endeavour to be God’s instruments of
peace to the people of Burundi.”

Paul Flamm
When Paul Flamm was a seminarian he
attended a nine-month programme in
refugee studies at Oxford following which
he undertook a ministry to Rwandan
refugees in Tanzania. These refugees were
forced back to their own country in 1996.
Then came Burundian refugees, followed by hundreds of thousands from
Congo overwhelming the already overstretched resources of the local church.
Spiritan Relief Services did what it could.
Paul, now a priest, began working with
refugees in Kigoma, Tanzania.
“In many respects,” writes Paul, “ministry with refugees is very similar to ministry in a parish. Babies continue to be born
and baptized, couples continue to marry,
youth and adults ask to be baptized, others
who were separated from the church ask to
return, and, sadly all too frequently, people
get sick and some die. Catholic action and
vocation groups are very active in the
camps, so they need to be accompanied.
Together with the Sunday services, the
sacramental and normal pastoral ministry
demands up to three quarters of our time.”
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Very similar to ministry in a parish —
but not totally so. “When they arrived in the
camps people from all regions of the country were put together so it was like starting a
new parish — experienced catechists and
leaders had to be identified and chosen; new
catechists and leaders had to be given the
opportunity to recognize and develop their
gifts. Leadership is an ongoing concern in
our ministry. Due to the temporary nature
of our churches, church construction is also
a recurring concern. In the last two years we
built five new churches which we hope will
last for the remainder of the refugees’ stay.”

Overcoming differences
The refugees themselves were divided
politically and regionally. “So we had to
help them overcome their differences,”
writes Paul. “We built a sense of unity
through working together on church projects, preparing celebrations and receiving
visitors.”
Because the refugees are poor and oppressed, a significant part of camp ministry

Strange as it may seem,
Armand Duteil (France)
opportunities for and the
In Guinea we became involved in the social
quality of primary and seclife of the camps and brought about better
ondary education in the
relations with other faiths. We visited the
camps is equal to or better
camps regularly — fifty-five in all —to deal
than what is available in
with liturgy and religious education, through
Burundi. This becomes a
personal contact, on-the-spot visits, and
strong incentive for families
meetings of various kinds. At our community
to remain in the camps.
meetings we sought to reflect on the life of
Many long-term refugees,
the refugees in the light of the Word of God,
who have been out of
to find out how to organize the camps better,
Burundi since 1972 or who
starting from the violent situations they had
were born outside Burundi,
been through. We also focused on how best
have no idea where their
to welcome the new arrivals.
family land is located. So
they have no place else to go.
Still others have been
and to the long and difficult process of
traumatized by direct experiences of vioseeking truth and justice, forgiveness and
lence. Some of the refugees themselves
reconciliation.
were responsible for crimes and human
“This sacramental and pastoral dimenrights abuses for which they fear being
sion
differentiates us from the aid agencies
punished if they return to Burundi.
and
other
NGOs. It offers us the possibility
“We do what we can to promote peace
of
creating
an intimate relationship with
and reconciliation,” writes Paul. “We held
the
refugee
community based on day-toa three-day youth ‘revival’ in which over
day interactions that are free of administrative and security restrictions.
But our ministry must insist on the dignity of the refugees and the wisdom they
possess. For this to happen we need the participation of the catechists, elected church
leaders, and the whole church community.
Nor can we, as people who are not party to
the conflicts and sufferings that the refugees
have experienced, expect to understand
fully or appreciate the complex mix of emotions with which they must struggle. The
1500 of our youth participated. Our Adchurch becomes a forum where ideas and
vent retreats focus on forgiveness, peace
concerns are freely exchanged.”
and reconciliation. It is evident from the
questions and comments of the refugees
that there are still many fears and doubts
Few parties are innocent
“We try to walk a delicate line between
about returning to Burundi.”
solidarity with the refugees and calling
Understanding their experiences
them to recognize their own hand in the
in the light of their faith
hostilities that led to the war and their
“The sacramental and pastoral dimenflight. In today’s complex conflicts few parsion of our ministry is the door that enties are innocent. All parties to the war
ables us to enter the refugees’ life,” writes
committed serious human rights violations.
Paul. “The church can become a place of
In our homilies we never told anyone to
refuge and solace in the difficult life they
take up arms or not; but we told those who
face. We help them understand their expechose to fight that they could not claim to
riences of war and exile in the light of their
be seeking justice for their people and for
faith. We help them confront the lies and
the nation if they robbed and raped and
rumors, the fears and prejudices that divide
killed innocent citizens. If they did so, they
them among themselves and from their
would be ordinary criminals. Similarly, in
brothers and sisters back home. Faithour current efforts towards peace and recbased insights can also help the refugee
onciliation, we try to stress the need to look
community address pressing issues related
first into our own hearts before pointing
to war and conflict, to peace negotiations
the finger at others.” I

We help them understand their experiences of war
and exile in the light of their faith. We help them
confront the lies and rumors, the fears and
prejudices that divide them among themselves
and from their brothers and sisters back home…
involves advocacy on their behalf among the
host country nationals. “Many people regard them as rebels and murderers, a threat
to their security and to the environment, a
hindrance to the economy. If it is convenient to the host government to recognize
their rights, it does so. If not convenient, it
routinely disregards such rights, including
the fundamental right not to be forcibly returned to their country of origin if their
well-being and life would be threatened.”

Returning home vs. staying put
The current population in the camps is
around 60,000, down from over 100,000 in
previous years. This is the result of successful elections in Burundi in 2005 and the
signing of a cease-fire accord in late 2006
between the last remaining opposition
group and the government of Burundi.
Many refugees have returned home with
some hope for the future. Others remain in
the camps for a variety of reasons.
18
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From Mozambican Refugee
Joâo Luis Dimba CSSp

to Spiritan Missionary

MOZAMBIQUE
am João Luis Dimba, a Mozambican by
nationality, and I was born 38 years ago
in the Angonia district of the northwestern province of Mozambique called
Tete. I was born of Maria Inez Abel and
Luis Matias Dimba.
I started school a the tender age of five.
My father, a teacher by profession, was
keen to have his own children begin school
at an early age and set the example in the
local community. I completed my secondary school education when I was just
seventeen and was ready to go to preuniversity. The thought of priesthood had
bothered me for some time. Perhaps it was
more than just a thought: a desire to become a priest had entered my heart on seeing the splendid outfit of the bishop on the
day of my First Communion.

I

me for ever. They understood exactly what
I was suffering and gave me courage and
hope. I shared my story and my shattered
dreams with them and felt accepted and
understood. It was through chatting with
them that the idea of learning English with
a view to joining religious life matured.

Culture shock
I found myself in a foreign land without
any prior preparation, unable to communicate adequately, worn down by the loss
of family, friends, relatives, hopes, possessions, national and personal pride. I knew
no English and could only speak a few
words and phrases in the Nyanja language.
Eventually, encouraged by my three
newfound friends, I contacted the headmaster of a local school, Mr. Dondwe,
to see if I could enrol for English classes. But the problem was where to get the
money needed for the course. “Where

there is a will there is a way,” the saying
goes. I went into the forests on the frontier
of Mozambique, five kilometres from the
refuge camp, where I collected firewood
which I sold to the teachers in the local
schools. After I had done this a number of
times I eventually managed to put together
the required $8.00 for enrolment.
Six months into my English studies at
Chimphalika, the Malawi police seized me
and demanded my documents and a study
permit. As a refugee I had no documentation, no study permit, and no defense.
Consequently, I was removed from the
school and sent back to the camp where
I stayed for five months, wondering
what the future would hold.
I heard people speak of a Spiritan
priest, Fr. Conor Kennedy, who was
involved in advocacy work on behalf of refugees. I was told that for
close to three years he had single-

Civil war
In 1986, the civil war between the ruling
Frelimo government and the rebel group
Renamo reached our district. Eventually,
Villa Ulongue, the small town where our
school was located, came under attack.
Several innocent people were killed; others
were forced to carry the spoils from the
town to rebel military bases, never to return. There were rumors that some government forces had killed two Jesuit
priests, Frs. João de Deus Kamtedza and
Silvio Morreira.
In fear for my safety I fled through the
forest for three days and nights. Finally, I
arrived in Malawi with nothing but a pair
of trousers and a shirt. I managed to get
occasional work to help me survive but
suffered the rejection and discrimination
well known to those who have found
themselves refugees in a foreign country.
Very few wanted to hear my story, but I
was sure that the wise and reflective could
read the misery written on my face.
The kindness of three people in Dedze
West, Ceasario Kabango, Boniface Kunyengana, and Malisela Kalasa, will remain with
Spiritan / August 2008
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handedly solicited funds for feeding them
and tried to give them back their human
dignity. I decided to meet this man and tell
him my story. He managed to get me a
study permit and soon I was back to my
English classes, this time in a school built
by the same Fr. Kennedy.

A Person is a person
because of other persons
This was to mark the beginning of a slow
but sure resettlement. During school holidays I obtained some work from the Marist
brothers at Mtendere Secondary Schjool,
mostly sweeping classrooms and dusting library shelves. It was there that I met a fellow
Mozambican refugee, a student called Semente, who had an odyssey similar to mine.
My joy was unimaginable. As the Zulu
proverb wisely says, “umuntu ngumuntu
ngabantu,” which can be translated as “a
person is a person because of other persons.”
Semente suggested to me to go to Lilongwe,
the capital city, to meet the resident representative of the UNHCR (United Nations
High Commissioner for Refugees) and see if
he could provide funds for my English studies and upkeep. I did this and within days I
was on the list of refugee students who enjoyed all the support of the UNHCR. They
sponsored me in a correspondence course
in English with the Rapid Results College of
London; they paid my rent, gave me food
and clothing, and made me feel human
again. Eventually, with the help of Fr.
Kennedy and UNHCR, I managed to trace
my family and siblings and I was reunited
with them after three years of separation.

back home in Mozambique, but little did I
imagine that this seemingly childish admiration would translate into a desire to join
the Spiritan family. Dreams can start in
such simple and unsophisticated ways!
In my youth I was not aware of the fact
that there are many religious congre gations; indeed I hardly knew of the distinction between diocesan and religious
priesthood. It seems rather humorous now,
but I had always thought that Catholic
priests were called Jesuits. I had wrongly
deduced this from the fact that Jesuits were
the missionaries who evangelized our area

In the final analysis
it was I alone who had
the choice of becoming
the person I wanted to be.

in Mozambique,. It was the war and the
chance encounter with Fr. Conor Kennedy
that would eventually lead me to the
Spiritan family. In particular, it was Fr.
Kennedy’s untiring and dedicated service
to the refugees from my native country and
to the poor in his own parish that inspired
and attracted me.
In 1988 I decided to go and meet Fr.
Kennedy again, this time not as a refugee
needing help to survive my ordeal but as a
young man aspiring to join the congregation to which he belonged. Fr. Kennedy did
not immediately encourage me to join the
Entering the Spiritan family
Spiritans. Rather, he gave me a list of other
I had admired the vestments of the
congregations and told me to study their
bishop on the day of my First Communion
various charisms and give it plenty of
thought before coming to see
him again.
I did as he asked, but after
Joseph Lam Nguyen (USA)
eight months I was more conA passion for upholding truth, practicing law
vinced than ever that I wanted
and advocating for those who have no voice
to become a Spiritan. It was
has always spoken clearly and loudly to me.
not merely because Fr.
This passion started with my own
Kennedy had helped me but
experience of being a refugee. As a stranger
because I wanted to be as helpand immigrant in the United States from
ful to others, in a Spiritan way,
Vietnam I experienced and witnessed
as he was to so many suffering
discrimination in my educational journey, as
people that had been squeezed
well as in the workplace. It is my prayer and
to society’s periphery.
hope that I can contribute a little by standing
Fr. Kennedy then began to
with and advocating for the poor, the
take my request seriously and
marginalized and those who are abandoned,
invited me to various “Come
abused and discriminated against.
and See” gatherings with other
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young Malawian men who were also aspiring to join the Spiritans. I submitted my official application to the Vocations Director
in 1990 and was accepted into the Spiritan
formation program.

Another arduous journey
In 1991 I was sent to South Africa for
two-year pre-novitiate program. Turning a
refugee into a missionary needed the patience of my formators, my own pliability,
and especially the help of God’s grace. I had
to learn anew the meaning of community
living after years of fending for myself in
order to survive. I also drew encouragement
from the biblical stories of the call of Moses,
Isaiah, Ezekiel, Jeremiah and the like.
It was not an easy road. During my
years of formation I met many different
personalities. Some of them were suspicious of my call, wondering if I had joined
the Spiritans in search of security. Others
seemed to interpret everything I did in the
light of the fact that I was a refugee and
somehow they assumed that I would never
forget my background. Some asked questions about my ordeal but more out of intrusive curiosity, it seemed, than genuine
interest. On many occasions I felt insecure
and unaccepted and sometimes reacted
with anger and frustration. But I had learnt
from my previous hardships that self-pity
would not take me anywhere.
Real self-affirmation and a positive self
regard had come only after repeated failure
to understand that, although people had
the right to hold whatever opinions they
wished of me, in the final analysis it was I
alone who had the choice of becoming the
person I wanted to be. I knew I wanted to
be a Spiritan and so obstacles on the road
were both tests of my humility and challenges to overcome.
Overall, I spent six years in formation in
South Africa. I went to Tangaza College,
Nairobi, Kenya, for four years of Theology
and, in March 2001, I was sent to Zambia
where I served as a deacon for close to a
year. Altogether, my journey to becoming a
Spiritan missionary took me eleven years.
Finally, on May 18, 2002, I was ordained as
a Spiritan religious priest by Bishop Rémi
Ste-Marie of Dedza diocese in the frontier
parish of Mzama, in the presence of my
family members. It was a very emotional
day. Fr. Kennedy touched the deepest
chord in my heart when he announced to
the assembly that João Luis Dimba had
become the first Mozambican Spiritan. I
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Food for
Thought
There are non-practising Catholics
who are genuine believers
and there are also many who practise
but who may not really believe.
Diarmuid Martin, Archbishop of Dublin

For thousands of years you have lived in this land
and fashioned a culture that endures to this day.
And during all this time, the spirit of God has been
with you… Your culture, which shows the lasting
dignity of your race, must not be allowed to disappear. Do not think that your gifts are worth so little
that you should no longer bother to retain them…
Share them with each other and teach them to your
children. Your songs, your stories, your paintings,
your dances your languages
must never be lost… The gospel
of our Lord Jesus Christ speaks
When one excited young woman ran up
all languages. It esteems and
to me and exclaimed, “I’m going to study
embraces all cultures.
Buddhism. It’s so cool!” I said, “Wow. Did
you ever think of studying the religion
Pope John Paul II
that teaches that God became what we
A Defence of the Rights
are so we could become what God is?”
of the Aborigines
“Ooh, that sounds cool. What one’s that?”
she asked. “Catholicism,” I answered, the
faith in which she had been baptized and
confirmed.

If strangers live with you in
your land, do not molest
them. You must count them
as your own and love them
as yourselves — for you were
once strangers yourselves in
Egypt. I am your God.
Leviticus 19:34

I have many friends here in Angola…
Last week I was talking to six people
Richard G. Malloy
from four different countries and cultures: Angola, South Africa, Philippines
and India… At the end of the evening we
sat around and talked about where we are from and where we have been
raised. I told them that I was raised in a little fishing village in Northern
Canada. We are all so much alike, and what makes me laugh makes them
laugh, my concern and priority is my family just like them, and what
makes me cry also makes them cry. The only thing different was the
colour of our skin. So we are 99.99% the same. We all agreed 100%.
Wilber McGrath
Shell employee
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VICS

Canadian Spiritans Choose
Edmonton Priest as Head
Fr. Bob Colburn has been pastor of 3 parishes, now is VICS Director

Ramon Gonzalez

A

s director of VICS (Volunteer International Christian Service) Father
Bob Colburn is a busy man, responsible for finding, hiring and posting
volunteers in Spiritan missions around the
world. He travels often to other countries
to visit mission sites. He also fills in as pastor and hospital chaplain in Edmonton.
Now he has been handed an additional
responsibility. In May he was elected
provincial superior for the Spiritans of the
TransCanada Province, which is made up
of nearly 60 English-speaking Spiritan
priests and brothers living in Ontario,
Alberta and Saskatchewan.
“Without a doubt it’s a challenge in
these times to take on any leadership with
the Church,” he said at his Millwoods
home. “At the same time it’s exciting and
rather humbling because of the sense that it
was an election; so I received confirmation
from the people I’ll be working with.”
As provincial superior, Colburn, one of
eight Spiritans in Alberta, will be head of a
five-member leadership team. At the same
time he will continue to serve as director of
VICS until “we can put in place the transition” in the next two or three years. “I’ll be
in Ontario for part of each month and in
Edmonton for part of each month.”
Colburn, 56, said the challenges he faces
as superior are also the great hopes in the
Church today. “For instance, one of the
challenges that I face is an aging community. We have to take care of them. But at the
same time our retired priests are also our
hope because they have already done so
much and established so many of the good
works that we now hope to continue.”

Utilizing gifts and talents
of members
Except for three men who recently joined
the order’s novitiate in Chicago, the Spiritans have few vocations in North America.
But they have great numbers willing to join
them in Africa, Asia and South Africa.
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The challenge for the Canadian Spiritans is to integrate foreign priests who are
coming to serve here.
“Over the years we’ve invited people
from Portugal, the Caribbean, Nigeria,
Ghana, Sierra Leone and Poland to come
and work with us here in Canada. We have
to welcome them, incorporate them and
utilize all their gifts and talents,” Colburn
explained. “They are the hope as we continue the work we began here in Canada
over 50 years ago.
“Another challenge is that we have
many positions to be filled but we don’t
have the people. You can’t put all the people into administration because you lose
your whole reason for being.”
The Spiritans also have a good number
of lay associates. Lay associates make a
life-long commitment to the spirituality,
mission and vision of the order. “Our challenge is how to best utilize their gifts and
talents,” Colburn said.

Vocation story
Born in Carrot River, Sask., Colburn
met the Spiritans in 1978 when he became
a VICS volunteer and was sent to Africa
to teach. He spent four years in Kenya
and Gambia and then, after his return to
Canada, he joined the order and began
studies for the priesthood.
What he liked about the Spiritans was
their welcoming nature, the fact they involved laymen and women in their ministry and the work they were doing, mainly
caring for those who had been overlooked
by society and even the Church.
“That was very attractive,” he said.
“There is something very special about this
community; plus the fact they are also very
laidback, very simple. They are not into
structures. They are not into having everybody do the same thing or everybody live
the same way.
“We don’t have religious garb. We are
invited to dress as the clergy do wherever

we work. We are not distinctive; we are not
standing out. We try to be part of the local
cultures where we work.”

Served in Stettler,
Hinton and Edmonton
Colburn was ordained in 1989 in Gull
Lake, Sask., where his family lived at the
time. He worked in vocation ministry for
his community until he was sent to the
Archdiocese of Edmonton. He served as
pastor in Stettler, Hinton and St. Theresa
Parish in Edmonton before taking over the
directorship of VICS seven years ago.

VICS volunteers
VICS volunteers make a commitment
to serve in overseas missions for a minimum of two years. Some teach in high
schools or universities. Others are part of
the “medical component” made up of
doctors, nurses, nursing instructors and
physiotherapists.
There is also the community development side to VICS. “Through programs,
usually initiated by a diocese, community
development workers try to enable local
people to have a better life.”
VICS community development volunteers currently serve in countries such as
Guatemala, Nicaragua, Gambia and Togo.
“We always have more positions open
than we ever have people to do the work,”
Colburn said. VICS usually has 20 to 25
people serving at any one time.
The new provincial superior believes his
time as a VICS volunteer led him to become a Spiritan. “There was a strong confirmation while I was in Africa that this is
what I should be doing with the rest of my
life,” he said. I
Courtesy Western Catholic Reporter.
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Home and Away

Our Jubilarians 2008
Priesthood
60 years
55 years
50 years
25 years
20 years

Fr. Garry McCarthy
Fr. Paddy O’Donohue
Fr. Tom Garvey
Fr. Gerry Scott
Fr. David Okenyi
Fr. Paul McAuley

Religious Profession
75 years
65 years
60 years
55 years

Fr. Ted Colleton
Fr. Frank McCabe
Fr. Gerry Tannam
Fr. Pat Fitzpatrick
Fr. Frank Laverty

Locky Flanagan is enjoying a break after
finishing his term as Provincial Superior.
He plans to do the famous pilgrimage from
France, across northern Spain, to Compostella. He is seeking sponsors for his journey to contribute funds for the education of
Spiritan seminarians in Africa.

Canadian Church Press
Awards of Merit
The Spiritan magazine received four awards for its 2007 issues.

Second Place: Interview
The interview with Michael Fellin and Frank O’Neil, entitled Teaching in
a Catholic High School — Faith is Questioned Every Day, was called,
“A fascinating look into the challenges two Roman Catholic educators face in
their daily contact with teenage boys and the guidance they provide as these
young men search for a more mature concept of God in their life.”

Second Place: Magazine Front Cover
The cover for the issue Youth & Religion was photographed by Paul McAuley
CSSp and designed by Tim Faller. The judge called Fr. McAuley’s photo,
“A direct, engaging and newsy image.”

Third Place: Theological Reflection
Fr. John O’Brien’s article Living in the Islamic World drew a prize for being,
“A tender and moving reflection on Christian mission set within an Islamic
context, modelling more than articulating a spirit of generosity. The
experience described by the author effectively redefines the church’s
missionary role in terms of servanthood. An effective reflection on Christian
mission as an expression of humble service.”

Third Place: Personal Experience

Photo courtesy of Fr. Gaetan Renaud

Alais Ole Morindat’s account of his life experiences, A Strange and
Wonderful Journey, drew praise for its style. The judge wrote, “There’s a lot to
be said for the simple declarative sentence… There is an enormous power in
such simplicity, which many writers, allegedly more ‘sophisticated’, could
profitably emulate.”

After nineteen years of being much more
than the accountant and assistant treasurer
of the Spiritans, Mary Prospero has retired.
She will remain one of our closest friends.
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North American Lay Spiritans gathered in Montreal. Among those present from the
TransCanada Province were Joy and Gary Warner, Gilorma and Brian Joel, Anne
and Frank O’Neill, and Dermot McLoughlin.
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CRACK
I no longer smell the dusty chicken dirt, nor feel
the poke of hay stubs as I squat over the incubator.
Each breath hangs,
suspended in cobwebs; I try to be patient.
In the warmth of a golden lightbulb,
shadows play tricks on the eggs. I squint and sigh.
Ah! The first chip of shell!
And then —
another!
Painstaking, slow …… at last
from my special
speckled egg
a tiny triangle pokes out.
Hours, it seems (and an entire supper wolfed down),
before I am back in the barn and the hole is big enough
for me to spy its wee beak-chisel,
limp pipe-cleaner spine, egg-white slick,
its too-heavy head exhausted with pecking.
Every time it is still
I think it dead……
Poppa’s stern voice in my mind:
they need to peck to strengthen their necks
and me leaning into the almost-death of it, coaxing,
bargaining, worrying —
can’t stand my little one’s weak jabs.
and so I remove just one piece,
before the cowbell rings for bedtime,
delighted in my own freer breathing.
And in the morning, my favourite
the only one dead.
— Katie Marhall Flaherty
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